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Researchers and practitioners -
A study about consultants’ use of research-based knowledge
Karin Hedström, Örebro university and
Centre for studies on Humans, Technology and Organization (CMTO) Linköping university,
khm@esa.oru.se
Introduction
This paper addresses the issue of how knowledge
workers, here two consultants who work with organi-
zational change and development, use knowledge in their
professional practice. The focus in this study has been on
the use of knowledge developed by researchers, but used
by consultants. Knowledge developed by researchers is
often seen as hard to use in a practical and professional
situation. For a practice oriented subject area such as in-
formation systems that concerns itself with the develop-
ment and implementation of different types of
information systems, the need for practical and usable
knowledge is evident. My study is a contribution to dee-
pen the understanding about consultants and their use of
research-based knowledge.
Method for data collection and analysis
I worked closely together with the two consultants
during the period of 1996-1999. I collected data by taking
part in, and observing how the consultants worked with
organizational development in two home-care centres run
by a local government. Both the consultants’ work and
my own research has been conducted within a research
project called MOTIV (Man, Organization and Techno-
logy). I have taken part in developing the knowledge
within the research-project MOTIV, as well as have foll-
owed and studied how the consultants use this knowledge
inside, as well as outside of, the project. The notes from
the observations were complemented with interviews that
focused on how the consultants developed and used
knowledge related to the MOTIV-project.
The research has been conducted following a quali-
tative approach with Grounded Theory (Strauss, 1987;
Glaser, 1978; Corbin & Strauss, 1998) as a guideline and
source for inspiration. The analysis has been inductive
and all the findings grounded in the data. The data was
categorised and formed into a tentative theory without us-
ing an explicit theory or concepts as a basis for the ana-
lysing process. My point of departure in the analysis is the
empirical data, where categories and theory emerge from,
as well is refined by, the data. I concluded and deepened
the analysis by relating my findings to earlier and similar
work within this area.
Knowledge within the professional practice –
knowledge in action
Knowledge is grounded on experience and develops
through, and in action, interaction and reflection. Know-
ledge development is an action-oriented as well as a
social process. For the professional practitioner
knowledge is used in action as a help to act in a
competent way within his or her professional practice.
The practitioner can also, in his role as a professional, use
his experience and knowledge to change and develop his
or her professional community.
I see knowledge as personal and aiming at action.
Practical knowledge works as a guide to competent act-
ion. This indicates a view on knowledge as more than in-
formation or data. That knowledge develops through an
interpretative process where we relate an object (for in-
stance data or information) to our personal knowledge-
base. Through this internalization the object is made sub-
jectively meaningful and thereby changes our stock of
knowledge. Norms and values are important for this inter-
pretative process and are parts of our socially constructed
knowledge-base. We can also choose to objectify and ex-
press knowledge with the purpose of sharing it with
others (e.g. methods).
What is a professional practice?
A professional practitioner is someone who has spe-
cialised knowledge that makes him or her especially com-
petent in one certain area, and who regularly performs
certain actions in order to meet the demands set by the
clients. The professional practice is determined by its tra-
dition, and ruled by a set of professional codes, norms and
values. There exists a consensus about certain quality nor-
ms of the work, and the practitioners within a profession
use the same kind of language and types of tools.
Use of knowledge in the professional practice
When a practitioner is acting in the professional pract-
ice, he usually does not reflect upon where the knowledge
he uses comes from. A lot of the knowledge used by
practitioners is based on experiences from similar cases
and situations, and some is based on knowledge develop-
ed by others, for instance researchers.
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   I have in my study analysed how research-based know-
ledge is used in action by consultants who work with org-
anizational change and development. One fruitful way of
studying the use of research-based knowledge is to anal-
yse it in terms of its functions (inspired by Carol Weiss,
1979). The functions describe in what way research-based
knowledge is used by practitioners. This area has earlier
been investigated by e.g. Weiss (1979; 1980); Nilsson
(1992) and Nilsson & Sunesson (1993a; 1993b).
The use of research-based knowledge
   As Molander says “Knowledge is to a certain degree
impossible to seperate from other factors.” (Molander,
1996:235[author’s translation]). It might seem not only
impossible but also pointless to try to analyse knowledge
usage by dividing it into a number of functions that are
parts of the same wholeness, and as such inseparable. My
analysis of knowledge in use shows anyhow that it is
possible as well as fruitful to discuss different functions in
the usage of research-based knowledge. The functions
emerged clearly during the analysis of my notes and the
transcribed interviews.
   The functions of research utilisation that I have noticed
in the project is research that is: 1) instrumentally; aims at
problem solving, 2) legitimating; as confirmation and
strengthen of earlier knowledge (inner legitimization), or
used in front of others in order to create credibility (outer
legitimization), and finally 3) as a basis for personal de-
velopment and enlightenment. These functions are often
used more or less at the same time, and the different func-
tions exist together in each and every utilisation situation,
although one of them might be more prominent at a given
time.
Knowledge usage is by nature interactive (Weiss uses
the interactive function as one special category), as know-
ledge always is integrated with other sources of inspira-
tion, and it is very hard to tell what is coming specifically
from one single source. I have tried to overcome this
problem by choosing data where the respondents directly
refer to knowledge developed in the MOTIV-project, or
where I know from experience, that the referred know-
ledge use origins from this specific project. For each type
of knowledge use, I use a number of citations as ill-
ustration.
Knowledge use as instrumentally
   Often when we talk about the use of practical know-
ledge, we indicate knowledge as a way of solving a spe-
cific problem, by selecting the best means possible. In-
strumental knowledge can consist of general laws, tech-
niques, rules of thumbs and specific technical skill within
a praxis (Molander, 1996:168). The objectives of research
are with this view to develop techniques, technologies and
methods that can be used to solve a practical problem. So-
me of the knowledge developed within the MOTIV-pro-
ject has, by the consultants, been used as instruments for
solving problems related to their practice: “I reuse some
of the questions we developed and used in MOTIV in
other projects where I’m involved.” and “…we use action
diagrams [a method for change analysis developed by
researchers (e.g. Goldkuhl, 1992)] much more now.”
Knowledge use as legitimating
   One of the most important and evident functions of
using research-based knowledge, has been the legitimiza-
tion of the consultants and their work. Knowledge de-
velopment is, as I said before a social process, and as such
incorporates social relations, that we sometimes can
choose to use. To cooperate with researchers and use
knowledge developed by researchers has rendered more
weight to the consultants’ arguments (outer legitimiza-
tion) in their work with people from the local government.
Relations that prior to the MOTIV-project was considered
as somewhat problematic have now been revalued and
work much better, a phenomenon the consultants say is
due to their work with the researchers. Using research-
based knowledge strengthens the arguments. “He [a man-
ager working in the local government] has realized the
value of having consultants with deep knowledge about
the organizations. There has been a complete change of
attitude, thanks to the project. They listen more to us now.
Even if the things we now talk about are the same as be-
fore.”
Usage of knowledge developed by the researchers has
also confirmed that the consultants’ beliefs and know-
ledge prior to the MOTIV-project was “correct” (inner
legitimization). “…our previous knowledge was con-
firmed with this study.” “…the pictures we had before,
was now more articulated and explicitly developed with
MOTIV.” “The importance of working with and using
theoretical knowledge has been strengthen with MOTIV.”
Knowledge use as a basis for personal development
and enlightenment
This type of knowledge is usually used indirectly and
changes the way the knowledge user sees his or her
world, as well as his or her perceived role in that world. A
lot of the knowledge developed within the project has
influenced the consultants’ ways of thinking about
organizational development, consulting and how to act as
a consultant.
One consultant changed his view on how he as a con-
sultant should work with organizational development and
change. He is more patient now, and instead of doing all
the analysis and change work himself, he tries to motivate
the people in the organization to participate in the organ-
izational development and change work, with him wor-
king as a tutor. “we work more as tutors now, than ex-
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perts.…it is better if the people who work in the organ-
ization do the work themselves.” This citation indicates a
view of the process of working with organizational
change and development as important, not just the con-
crete results. “I used to see results as something that had
been developed, tested and implemented. But now I have
realized that results can also be other things, like the
description of the organization that we did.”
Discussion and conclusions
The motivation for this study was to contribute to the
understanding about consultants and their use of research-
based knowledge. In the empirical material three different
functions of the use of research-based knowledge
emerged: the instrumental function, the legitimating
function and the use of research-based knowledge for
personal development and enlightenment.
The most evident implication of using research-based
knowledge in my study seems to be its legitimating fun-
ction. Research has more status (at least in this local gov-
ernment) than I expected. I was surprised by the fact that
managers in the local government in such a high degree
see research as superior to the everyday knowledge that is
developed through experience (see e.g. Schön’s dis-
cussion on technical rationality).
The consultant who changed his view on how to work
with organisational change and development, started his
own consultancy business during the research project.
This is another source of influence that probably contrib-
uted to change his view on consulting. But I believe any-
how that the consultant’s exposure to researchers and re-
search-based knowledge had a lot to do with his change of
perspective. He claims himself that working with re-
searchers has been very important for his learning.
The study of the development and use of knowledge is
not an easy task. But I believe that one fruitful way of do-
ing this, is to do as I have done, to conduct a longitudinal
and deep case-study where the process of developing and
using knowledge is in focus.
Reflections
I feel that it would be a dangerous road to follow if we
believed that researchers are the carriers of “correct”
knowledge. Research-based knowledge is separate from,
but not more important, than everyday knowledge. Re-
search-based knowledge is knowledge that usually is
developed in a more reflected, rigorous and explicit
manner, than knowledge grounded in experience and
actions with the every-day world. In some situations we
all act in a more reflective and “scientific” manner as part
of our daily practice. Research, or more correctly, a scien-
tific beaviour, is not something exclusively reserved for
the research community. It is a matter of perspective and
outlook, not something that automatically comes with the
“researcher-tag”. I am not saying that everyone is (or even
should be) a researcher, but I think it would be fruitful to
diminish the dichotomy between practice and research,
and instead talk about two different ways of aiming at the
same thing, wanting to understand the society we are all a
part of.
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